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Empathy is an important skill for leaders. It is proposed that virtual worlds can be used effectively as a 
tool in developing empathy, especially perspective taking. This emerging stream of research explores the 
use of virtual worlds and avatar manipulation as a means to evoke perspective taking in leadership 
students. It is proposed that due to the Proteus Effect, virtual world users will change their behavior in a 
role-play based on their avatar’s appearance. Further, it is proposed that this change in behaviors will lead 
to more insight into the perspectives of different others in a similar real world situation. 
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Introduction 
Virtual worlds continue to draw interest as tools for education and training. They afford users an avatar, 
or digital representation of themselves, that can be transformed into any physical size and shape. They 
also offer an unlimited number of possibilities for creating new scenarios and experiences, these two 
things being dependent only on the limitation of the particular system in use. The development of virtual 
world viewers that increasingly resemble a web interface makes virtual world use for basic tasks more and 
more intuitive even for inexperienced users. The ability to manipulate one’s physical representation and 
to create world content allows users opportunities ot have experiences that they could not have in the real 
world, or to practice real world scenarios in the virtual environment where the consequences of failure are 
lessened. The only limits to the creation of virtual training experiences are time, platform, imagination, 
and server space. 
Empathy and Leadership Development 
The ability to manipulate one’s avatar and to practice real world scenarios in the virtual world could prove 
beneficial for leadership development. Leadership development focuses on the ability of individuals to be 
effective in leadership roles and processes regardless of formal position (Day, 2001). It differs from 
management training in that management development focuses on learning specific skills, knowledge and 
abilities. One objective of leadership training is the development of leaders’ interpersonal competence 
(Day, 2001).  Social awareness is one component of interpersonal competence and empathy is a major 
component of one’s social awareness. Empathy has been positively linked to transformational leadership 
and high perceptions of efficacy in leaders, as well as positive motivational and behavioral outcomes for 
followers (Skinner & Spurgeon, 2005). 
Empathy is more than just cognitive identification with another person and his or her situation. Empathy 
is also a reaction of feeling that "I am also you (Spiro, 1992)." This idea is borne out in the literature 
defining empathy and its component pieces. Although there is no one cohesive definition or 
operationalization of empathy in the literature, the various conceptualizations have in common that 
empathy is composed of both cognitive and affective reactions. Emotional empathy is concerned with 
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sharing of affect and cognitive empathy concerns perspective taking. Early conceptualizations of empathy 
divided it into emotional and cognitive responses with researchers most often trying to measure one or 
the other (Gerdes, Segal, & Lietz, 2010). Empathy has been broken down into four different individual 
dispositions both cognitive and affective in nature -- empathic concern, perspective taking, personal 
distress, and empathic matching; all measured with self-report Likert scales (Skinner & Spurgeon, 2005). 
More recently, affective components of empathy have been explained via mirror neurons in the brain 
which cause a physical reaction in the observer in response to the plight of the observed as if the observer 
were the observed herself (Gerdes et al., 2010). Cognitive neural networks also exist and can be observed 
through brain imaging. A construction of empathy based on these neural networks includes affective 
sharing, self-awareness, perspective taking, and emotion regulation (Gerdes et al., 2010)  
Evoking Empathy in Virtual Worlds 
Perspective taking, or the ability to put oneself in another’s place, is consistently theorized as an 
important component of empathy. The often-used phrase urging people to, “walk a mile in someone else’s 
shoes,” is meant to evoke an empathic response from the listener. It is urging one to take someone else’s 
perspective, to imagine what it feels like to be that person in his or her own situation. The reason being 
that social interactions tend to be more efficacious when people modify their own behavior based on their 
understanding of the perspective of others (Long & Andrews, 1990). The use of virtual avatars can help us 
have experiences in which we can virtually walk in another person’s shoes and experience pieces of life as 
someone else different from us. In turn, this perspective taking can aid in appropriate behavior 
modification for better interpersonal competence in leadership roles. 
Previous research suggests that virtual worlds can be used effectively to evoke empathy in users. Synthetic 
characters have been used to help develop inter-cultural empathy for 13 to 14 year old students through 
the students’ role-playing with the characters in the virtual world (Aylett, Vannini, Andre, & Paiva, 2009). 
Role-play is a pedagogic tool for education and training that aims to impact attitudes and behaviors rather 
that the acquisition of knowledge. Real world role-play has been shown to have short and long-term 
impact on empathy reactions to people in wheelchairs (Clore & Jeffery, 1972). It "supports the creation of 
knowledge and meaning from concrete - though imagined - experiences and uses social interaction and 
emotional engagement as mechanisms for a learner centered constructivist approach (Aylett et al., 2009, 
p. 331).”  
The combination of avatar manipulation and role-play in the virtual world should also lead to the 
development of empathy. High school students were able to gain first-hand experience of different and 
sometimes unwanted treatment from strangers in the virtual world while using an avatar of a different 
gender than their real-world gender (Lee & Hoadley, 2006). Results of the experience showed that the 
students gained a deeper understanding of diversity issues and perceived the virtual world to be a useful 
tool in learning about others. The proposed mechanism by which enhanced perspective taking can take 
place in the virtual world is the Proteus Effect.  
The Proteus Effect theory states that people will conform their behavior based on the appearance of their 
avatars and how they think others expect them to behave based on that appearance (Yee & Bailenson, 
2007). This effect can even happen when the avatar is alone, as all the user has to do is evaluate herself 
from a third person perspective. Previous studies have demonstrated the Proteus Effect with virtual 
environment users having avatars of different heights and attractiveness (Yee, Bailenson, & Ducheneaut, 
2009; Yee & Bailenson, 2007). Attractive avatars kept closer personal distance and disclosed more 
personal information than less attractive avatars, and taller avatars negotiated more strongly than shorter 
avatars, even after leaving the virtual environment and negotiating face to face with another. It is 
postulated that the Proteus Effect can be used to illicit desired behavior in virtual world environments 
through avatar manipulation, rather than just asking someone to pretend that something is happening or 
to ask for specific role-played behaviors (Yee et al., 2009). This effect could aid in perspective taking by 
giving participants an opportunity to observe themselves and their own behaviors and feelings as 
someone else through the use of different avatars. Using the Proteus Effect, avatars can be manipulated to 
elicit certain behaviors from users without having to directly ask them to pretend that they are someone 
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else. Later reflection on this experience can enhance the perspective taking of the user and ultimately 
positively impact empathic responses. 
Pilot Project on Perspective Taking in Virtual Worlds 
While there is previous research on using role-play and imagined experiences to invoke empathy, students 
using virtual worlds to build empathy for others, and the effects of avatar construction on real-world 
behavior, there have not been studies conducted on the use of virtual worlds for empathy in leadership 
development. This study is a first step in examining the benefits of virtual worlds for management and 
leadership students or trainees for strengthening their leadership skills and abilities. 
The pilot project for this research stream is currently being constructed in an Open Sim environment. 
This initial experiment will examine the effects of giving users an avatar that does not represent their real 
world identity in order to see if the experience increases ability to understand the perspective of different 
others in the same situation. It is hypothesized that users given an avatar with a different gender than 
their real-world selves in a virtual interview will have greater emotional response to the interview process 
and will perceive more differences in the interview process and outcome based on gender. 
In Fall 2016, virtual worlds will be used as a tool for leadership development at a small liberal arts school 
in the mid-west. Using the school’s independently run Open Sim server, students in leadership courses 
will participate in a pilot study examining the efficacy of virtual worlds for promoting empathy, 
specifically perspective-taking. Currently, the building of the experimental space and avatar design is 
taking place in preparation of the first study. 
The ease of manipulating avatar appearance will be used to test whether or not an interview experience in 
a virtual world can invoke perspective taking and insight in students in a leadership program. For this 
preliminary study, the avatar’s gender will be manipulated. Participants will be divided randomly into 2 
groups. In one group, the control group, participants will be given an avatar that reflects their real world 
gender. Gender will be manipulated using choices in clothing, hair, and body size and structure, which 
signal male or female. Additionally, names that are most often associated with males or females will be 
chosen for the avatar names. Avatars will be created ahead of time by the researchers, not by participants. 
In the other group, participants will be given an avatar that does not reflect their real world gender, i.e. 
female students will use a male avatar. Participants who identify themselves as gender non-conforming 
will be given either a male or female avatar. Participants will go through the experimental scenario one at 
a time and will all have the same avatar for the gender they are assigned. They will be told the purpose of 
the activity is to practice interview skills. Each person will also be told that there was a problem with 
avatar accounts that day so only the one account is working on the system. This will explain why someone 
might have an avatar that does not reflect his or her real-world identity without tipping off participants to 
the reason for the study. 
In order to give users time to get used to and form some engagement and attachment with their avatar, 
they will be given some brief, basic tasks to perform before the experimental task. Participants will log in 
to the virtual world with the account that corresponds to their assigned avatar. Their avatar will be 
dressed in professional, neutral attire, appropriate for a job interview. They will be in a small cityscape 
with professional office and business buildings and will be directed to go to a particular building. Upon 
entering the building they will be in a lobby with simple information about the fictitious company for 
which they are about to have a job interview posted throughout the space. A receptionist (a non-playing 
character) will invite them to look around the lobby while they wait for their interview. Each person will 
be given 5 minutes prior to the interview to look around the lobby and see the information available. Then 
they will be called into another room to have their job interview.  
They will then enter the interview room where a confederate will be waiting to give the mock job 
interview. The confederate will have the same avatar for all interviews and will work from a scripted 
interview to minimize any differences in the interview procedure. Voice morphing capability will be 
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available so that participant voices match the gender appearance of their avatars and confederate voices 
remain consistent. Participants will go through the interview and then will log out of the virtual world. 
Measurement 
Qualitative responses will be taken from participants directly after the mock interview. They will be asked 
to type into a word document and describe their experience in 200 words. These responses will be content 
analyzed to look for emotional responses to the experience by counting and summing the number of 
clauses with emotional parts of speech. This is consistent with previous measurement of empathy done by 
Clore and Jeffrey (1972). Additional qualitative data will be collected by asking participants to write what, 
if anything, they think would have gone different about the interview if it had been conducted in the real-
world. This will be coded for any language suggesting that the gender of their avatar affected their 
perceptions of the interview process or outcome. 
Upon the results of this pilot study, future studies will be conducted in collaboration with the 
neuroscience department to observe and measure physiological responses to the virtual world situations. 
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